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very often in need of charity, and generally incapable
of assisting others. There was no organised system
for dealing with the ever-pressing problem of the
unemployed ; the course which was adopted was to
punish " sturdy beggars>J for not working, when it
was frequently the case that, with the best will in the
world, they could find no work to do. But the cry-
ing nature of the evil led at last to the adoption
of measures for meeting it, and the Poor Law of
Elizabeth was the result (1601). By it the relief of
the needy was entrusted to each parish, a rate was to
be levied and to be administered by from four to two
(( Overseers,1' who were to find work for such as were
able-bodied and to maintain the rest. The Act was
by no means perfect, either in its conception or in its
working, ami it resulted in many abuses, especially
owing to the anxiety of ever)' parish to shift the
burden of supporting the indigent as far as possible
from its own shoulders. But, at the same time, there
was at last a system, and any system was, perhaps,
better than none at all.

The Poor Law has also another kind of import-
ance. A new unit was taken for purposes of local
administration, the ecclesiastical parish. Ever since
the manorial courts had begun to decline the parish
meeting, or the vestry, as it came to be called, had con-
tinued to increase in importance. Originally as-
sembled purely to decide matters connected with
the Church, it had very early in its history begun to
concern itself with everything connected with the
well-being of the parishioners, through the influence
of the parish priests, who undertook the champion-
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